This chapter draws on the work of Womanist theologians in Britain and in the United States. Like the previous chapters, this chapter does not purport to be an exhaustive and systematically argued overview of the respective developments of Womanist thought on either side of the Atlantic. Rather, it is a more subjective and personal reading of this movement from the vantage-point of a black British male theologian whose work and thought has been influenced by this burgeoning arena of black theological discourse. Clearly, as a black male, it is not my place to tell black women what to do and how they should do it. What I offer instead are some personal reflections on womanist theology, comparing and contrasting the significant themes and approaches between the United States and Britain.
What is Womanist Theology?
Without wishing to overextend our thinking through a prolonged period of theorizing, one might, in heuristic terms, describe Womanist theology as a related branch of black theology.
1 It is an approach to theology that begins with the experiences of black women as its point of departure in talking about God and the ways in which God-talk is undertaken.
Womanist theology utilizes the experience of black women to challenge the tripartite ills of racism, sexism, and classism. This discipline has been influenced by Feminist thought and, on occasions, has been inaccurately labelled as black feminism.
2 Womanist theology is both a method and a conceptual approach to theology that arises from the experience of black women.
In many introductory texts on womanist theology, reference is made to Alice Walker, for it is her work and thought that gave rise to the term "Womanish."
3 Walker identifies many of the formative notions of womanism. These include self-determination, self-definition, the love of oneself, a commitment to holistic living, solidarity with other women, and a respect for the experience and knowledge claims that arise from the reality of being a black woman. 4 Womanist theology emerged as a necessary corrective to the androcentric myopia of much that was black theology, which emerged in the late 1960s and the 1970s. It was not uncommon to find black male writers referring to man when wishing to talk about the plight of all black people. In effect, their androcentric thinking was no better than the white male theologians they were often critiquing.
Learning to Appreciate Womanist Theology-Insights from the United States
I have to confess that when I first read James Cone's A Black Theology of Liberation this glaring oversight did not register on my consciousness. It seemed perfectly natural, even as late as the 1990s, to witness writers speak about men as a means of encapsulating the whole of humanity.
Growing up within a white majority conservative evangelical setting, it was quite natural, indeed, normative to speak of God in solely male terms. Whilst the language of worshipping God in "Spirit and in truth" (John 4:23) was an accepted liturgical norm, the working thesis of the church was one that saw theology in male terms, resulting in the corollary of male leadership and headship. It was only upon reaching the final chapters of the twentieth anniversary edition of A Black Theology of Liberation 5 and the critical response of Delores S. Williams 6 that I realized the inherent flaws in Cone's initial work (and those of his contemporaries).
It was not until my own exposure to black theology grew and I became familiar with the work of that first generation of black theologians that I began to reassess the limitations of their work. I remember being excited and thrilled as I engaged with the articulacy and the bravery of that first generation of pastors and scholars blazing a prophetic trail across the consciousness of the United States in the late 1960s.
As a fledgling black British scholar funded by and operating within my own white dominated church, to read of African Americans denouncing racism and white hegemony in the most visceral and
